RUSKIN  (AND  OTHERS)   ON BYRON*
THROUGHOUT that long period during which the reputation of
Byron was steadily sinking, Ruskin was his warmest champion.
Such other defenders as Byron had were often defending, not
Byron, but his politics. Their championship may in the long
run do Byron disservice. For the politics of the early nineteenth
century have passed into history, but Byron's poetry is a living
thing, by no means to be studied merely from the historical
standpoint. Yet to ignore politics altogether is impossible when
dealing with the mightiest of English political satirists. Swin-
burne has some reason when he says 'We find little really living
or really praiseworthy work of Byron's which has not in it some
direct or indirect touch of political emotion'. The statesman-
ship of Byron remains a subject on which, in the words of Sir
Arthur Quiller-Couch, esome thought will be usefully expended5.
Now, although Ruskin is attracted by Byron's treatment of
state affairs, he is not attracted from the party point of view, but
by the things which are independent of party and of time. He
sees in the verse which Bryon wrote on political matters human-
ity, sincerity, courage, and, above all, poetry. Thus Ruskin was
not only one of a small minority of defenders of Byron, but his
defence was very unlike that of some of his most eminent com-
rades in that minority.
At the time of Byron's death, most people, however unwil-
lingly, believed in his power. The young Carlyle wrote that
'the noblest spirit in Europe5 had sunk. Only nine years later
Carlyle was thundering 'Close thy Byron: open thy Goethe'.
But people were still reading their Byron, as this command
shows. Another ten years, and Thackeray attacks Byron, but he
admits that in doing so he is 'denying the public gods'. In the
1 For some very helpful criticisms I have to thank Sir Herbert Grierson, who
was in the chair when this paper was read to the Edinburgh Branch of the
English Association (4 Dec., 1925), and Professor George Gordon, who has been
good enough to look through the proof-sheets.